The paper is a study of a rather recent regional interstate formation in Asia, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. Its background and progress is highlighted. With all indications, the organisation has caught the attention of researchers and will continue to occupy the agenda of the 21st century international politics. Bearing in mind the size and weight of its membership within the area it spans, the organisation is set to be a powerhouse to reckon with beyond its regional borders. After its structure is described, what the organisation implies for Russian and Chinese interests is taken up. The Organisation has significant implications for the Central Asian States and the neighboring countries. As an institutional actor in the global game, its regional and global implications are highlighted.
INTRODUCTION
Regional formations of power have attributes of geopolitics. Sometimes used as a synonym for political geography, geopolitics is a concept now commonly used to analyze global or regional power rivalries as well as the space dimensions of global political power distribution. It is hardly surprising that this very concept, which seemed largely to stay in shadows, has gained a prominent profile in the paradigm of international relations and mainstream media in the aftermath of Cold War. As he is viewed as the founder of the school of geopolitics, Halford J. Mackinder's pivotal work 'The Geographical Pivot of History' published in the Geographical Journal in 1904 should be given due credit. This most celebrated study of Mackinder is largely conceived as a pioneering work for signifying the distinct influence of geography upon politics. As aptly stated by Kennedy (2004) , "the significance of Mackinder's paper was several fold; it not only pointed to the significance of distance/terrain/climate in shaping the conduct of international relations, but it also enjoyed a predictive value and designated the direction of world history against the backdrop of what Mackinder (1904,421) termed 'the end of a great historic epoch'".
It was surely after of the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991 and hence with the emergence of independent states that the Central Asian geography really crystallized as a concrete case in the application of Mackinder's ideas. It was coined 'Who controls the Silk Road (routes of pipelines) controls the world' (Robbins 1994, 43) . Since then, one can observe in an astonishing way how his ideas and unfolding events have instigated store of writings in literature on Central Asia. Expanded Central Asia forms the 'geopolitical pivot' in the Eurasian space, which houses almost 2/3 of the world's population and currently accounts for around 50 percent of the world gross domestic product. As Brzezinski (1997) highlighted, Eurasia, which has the majority of underground riches, thus became the chess board for future fights among great powers when the Soviet Union lost its hegemonic power in this region (Brzezinski,1997; Weitz, 2006) . The region commonly termed 'Central Asia' in recent literature covers an area of four million square kilometres bordered by the Caspian Sea in the west, Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan to the south, the Taklamakan desert, or China in the east, and Russian Siberian steppes to the north (Polat, 2002; Linn and Tiomkin, 2005) .
The region from Urals to shores of the China Sea is home to big powers and small nation states, and a few forms of regional alliances, notably led by Russia as remnants of the Soviet hegemony. In such diverse cultural, political, and economic environment, the mainland Asia accomodates not only a fairly new formation of alliance jointly built by two regional hegemonic powers, China (the Dragon) and Russia (the Bear), but also hosts an outside global power, the United States plus NATO. It is significant that the hegemonic power-broking will be orchestrated in this very heartland. In the words of Kennedy, 'Right now, with hundreds of thousands of US troops in the Eurasian rimlands and with an administration constantly explaining why it has to stay the course, it looks as if Washington is taking seriously Mackinder's injunction to ensure control of "the geographical pivot of history". Some of today's US neo-con intellectuals make admiring reference to former British rule in that region, and have called for the creation of a US "colonial office' (Kennedy, 2004) .
Air Base in southern Uzbekistan; which came in the aftermath of sharp criticisms from Washington, in response to the brutally supressed uprising in the Andijan province of Uzbekistan.
The ''Shanghai Five's transformation into the SCO happened at a summit in Shanghai on 15 June 2001 when the heads of those six countries (original five plus Uzbekistan) signed the Declaration on SCO establishment and the Shanghai Convention on combating terrorism, separatism and extremism. The stated aims of the SCO are spelled as to combat the "three evils" of terrorism, separatism, and extremism, as well as to promote various forms of cooperation among the member governments. The SCO emblem, marked "Shanghai Cooperation Organization" in Chinese and Russian respectively, is a round symbol composed mainly of a map of the six member states, with olive branches and two ribbons encircling it from both left and right, symbolizing peace and prosperity (the Organisation's web site http://www.sectsco.org).
Geographically, the SCO covers an area of over 30 million km square, or about three fifths of Eurasia, with a population of 1.455 billion, about a quarter of the world's total. The SCO's present members and observers account for some 2,7 billion people out of 6,4 billion of the world population. Should India, Iran, Pakistan and Mongolia join the Organisation, the demography and geography of Eurasia, from the Baltic to the Pacific, will be portrayed in the largest political, economic and military alliance, what some Western commentators call a 'NATO of the East'.
Among important indications of the SCO's growing recognition and participation in international stage one can mention, first of all, the eagerness displayed by some neighboring countries to join the Organisation; secondly, several current studies about the SCO have been published by American and European institutions as well as others in the post-2002 period; thirdly, it is the Organisation's acquisition of observer status at the UN General Assembly in December 2004. An increasing number of countries and international organizations have proposed to establish contacts and cooperation with the SCO. The SCO now maintains ongoing regular contacts with various UN bodies such as ESCAP and UNDP. In the course of 2005-2007, the SCO has proceeded to sign the Memoranda of Mutual Understanding (MoU) with other active institutional formations on the Eurasian space, namely, the OSCE, CIS, ASEAN CICA, and OCST, as well as the Dialogue of Cooperation in Asia (DCA), the Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), the South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation (SAARC), the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), the Eurasian Economic Cooperation (EurasEC) are also among these.
As reiterated in the Declaration on Fifth Anniversary of Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, (Shanghai, 15 June 2006) , the SCO owes its smooth growth to its consistent adherence to the "Spirit of Shanghai" based on "mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality, consultations, respect for the diversity of cultures and aspiration towards common development". In accordance with the Declaration, "The members support each other in their principled positions on and efforts in safeguarding sovereignty, security and territorial integrity. They will not join any alliance or international organisation and not allow their territories to be used in any way that undermines the sovereignty, security and territorial integrity of other SCO member states. They prohibit activities by organisations or gangs in their territories that are detrimental to the interests of other member states. The SCO member states will continue to strengthen coordination and cooperation in international and regional affairs and take a common position on matters involving the SCO's interests. The SCO has the potential to play an independent role in safeguarding stability and security in this region. To comprehensively deepen cooperation in combating terrorism, separatism, extremism and drug trafficking is a priority area for the SCO. The SCO will make a constructive contribution to the establishment of a new global security architecture of mutual trust, mutual benefit, equality and mutual respect, What specific means and mechanisms should be adopted to safeguard security of the region is the right and responsibility of countries in the region". formal membership. Under the current circumstances, besides lack of norm setting, there seems some period of moratorium on new membership, due mostly to sensitivity as regards to political implications of an expansion. One argument may be posed that Kazakhstan, for instance, currently the third largest country in the organisation behind Russia and China, would lose some of its influence, as Iran or India joins.
The 2001 Declaration of Heads of States define the purposes of the SCO as: 'strengthening mutual trust and good-neighborly friendship among the member states; encouraging effective cooperation in political and economic spheres as well as in trade, scientific and technological, cultural, educational, energy, communications, environment and other fields; devoting themselves jointly to preserving and safeguarding regional peace, security and stability; and establishing a democratic, fair and rational new international political and economic order'. The SCO member states shall abide strictly by the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations, mutually respect independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity of nations; non-interference in each other's internal affairs; no threat to use force against each other; adherance to equality and mutual benefit; resolution of all problems through mutual consultations. For the outside world, in the words of Chinese President Jiang Zemin, the organization will foster "world multi-polarization" and contribute to the "establishment of a fair and reasonable international order." (Associated Press, 15/6/2001).
The SCO Charter adopted at St. Petersburg summit in 2002 formally delineates institutional purposes and principles, organizational structure, form of operation, cooperation, orientation and external relations. The Charter lists a range of goals, from security and stability, fighting narcotics and terrorism, economic cooperation, cultural Exchange, to the promotion of democracy. Currently, the primary focus of the SCO is its 2001 Convention on Combating Terrorism, Separatism and Extremism, which commits member states to reciprocally extradite persons committing crimes and terrorist activities and to engage in multinational efforts to suppress and close borders to such elements. The Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS) was established in 2002 in Tashkent; yet, its anti-terrorist, anti-separatist, anti-extremist policies have somewhat led to concerns regarding the respect for civic and human rights. Meanwhile, apart from security considerations, new activity trends in the SCO framework are being actively explored, including promotion of economic ties-trade and investment; cooperation in areas of energy, transportation and transit; cultural and humanitarian exchange; rational use of natural resources and environmental protection. Council of Heads of State is the highest decisionmaking SCO organ. Of the SCO permanent bodies, the headquarters of SCO Secretariat is located in Beijing and SCO Regional Antiterrorist Structure (RATS) in Tashkent 
THE SCO TREADING IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF 'NATO'?
What started as a confidence-building mechanism to resolve border disputes and to challenge separatism, the SCO member-states have agreed unanimously to elevate the organization of the 'Shanghai Five' to a "higher level" and expand its mission beyond the original objectives. As mentioned above, the new direction includes not only regional security, but areas such as regional economic development, commerce, and investment. For all members of the SCO, considerations of realpolitik, regional security, and parameters of political economy formed their justification for such an upgraded alliance or integration.
As a security pact, it is questioned by many whether the SCO possesses the characteristics of either the Warsaw Pact or NATO, or poses a fully-developed counterpart to the latter. Most experts subscribe to the view that the SCO can be conceived, at this stage, neither a "new Warsaw Pact." nor a mutual defense pact exemplified by NATO. For the Warsaw Pact, members in the past shared the same ideological/socialist values, a unified market under the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance, the same weaponary and defence systems, and an integrated command and control mechanism. The Pact permitted the Soviet troops and bases be positioned across the territory of its members, and had conducted joint military exercises. Under a single hegemonic power, the Soviet Union, the Warsaw Pact was able to moblize force, flex muscle, and conduct military operations at will.
Such capacities do not yet exist within the SCO. Given the SCO members' such cultural, ethnic and religious diversity, different levels of economic structure and development, divergent political aspirations, many regional challenges still unresolved, it is much too early to see if the SCO can mobilize itself to project a unified stand in form of a security alliance comperable to either the Warsaw Pact or NATO. As Plater-Zyberk (2007, 5-7) points out, in order to organise the SCO as a viable military bloc would require: political commitment (none of the current members sees the need for such an alliance); long term planning and coordination; a long-term, prohibitively expensive and well coordinated rearmament program.
Unlike the old Warsaw Pact, within such a loose institutional line-up as exists in the SCO, there is a sharing but not necessarily self-reinforcing exercise of power by the two regional heavyweights, China (the Dragon) and Russia (the Bear). The SCO's organizational effectiveness is also set to be hampered by internal frictions, tensions, and even competition between its member states over many challenging issues, such as minorities, border security, energy, pipelines, water resources in the region. On the other hand, those Central Asian states that are member of the club are too sensitive to assert their national identity, sovereignty, and independence, with simmering fear and suspicions as regards to the Bear and the Dragon. It needs to be noted that all five Central Asian nations have links with outside powers, being also participants of NATO's Partnership for Peace program. On the other hand, Kyrgyzstan's recent decision to close the Manas airbase, the only U.S. base in Central Asia, a vital transit point for NATO and U.S. operations signal serious turn of events.
At this point in time and also for the near future, many scholars views that the Shanghai Cooperation Organization is far from a replica of NATO and a "counterweight" to NATO, as it lacks the mechanisms, institutional depthness, organizational effectiveness, mutual trust, and common ideals. Unlike NATO, there are no declared commitments and mutual defense pledges. Given its structural evolution and working experience, its unprecedented enlargement over the post-Cold War period, the case of NATO can not to be easily emulated by the SCO or others. The SCO's multilateralism and characteristic of an alliance will not match that of NATO.
While fighting against extremism and terrorism is shared objectives, it is to be noted that the overall strategic aim of the alliance for Beijing and Moscow is somewhat geared to curb growing influence of the United States in Central Asia by way of establishing a joint sphere of influence at the backyard as well as across the continent (Cohen,1999; Wishnick, 2003; Cornell, 2004; Oliker and Shalpak, 2005; Weitz, 2006; Chin-Hao, 2006; Rumer, 2006; Olcott, 2006a; . Evidently, while resetting its priorities, the idea of counterbalancing the presence of the United States and hence that of NATO (actively involved in Afghanistan) in Central Asia has become one of the Organization's central objectives. Indeed, expansion of United States' influence in Central Asia made both Russia and China intimately concerned; both shared a need to check the U.S.'s enhanced position (Sangtu, 2008, p.156) . Some commentators point out that a stronger SCO, particularly one with a military component and Iran as a full member, might serve as a check to U.S. interests and ambitions in the region Olcott (2006a; 2006c) , while some others argue that the SCO lacks the power and economic strength to counterbalance the US (Cohen, 2006) . Some studies bring attention to the close relations between SCO and the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO), a purely military alliance, led by Russia. The origin of the CSTO is a treaty for collective security (CIS Collective Security Treaty, CST), which was signed in Tashkent in May 1992, within the framework of the CIS. In 2002, the six remaining CST parties signed a charter, which transformed the CST into the CSTO. The CSTO has at its disposal a joint headquarters in Moscow and a collective rapid reaction force. As essential elements of a professional security organisation, such rapid reaction forces and a military assistance article are part of the framework of the CSTO. Another Russian initiative adopted in 2007 was the foundation of a joint military force for peacekeeping operations. On 5 October 2007, during a CIS summit in Dushanbe, the signing of the MoU between SCO and CSTO finally took place. Therefore, in the near future, joint SCO-CSTO action may possibly develop. If the SCO will endeavour to proceed on a way towards a full-grown security organisation, then closer ties with the CSTO would be anticipated (de Haas, 2007, 24) .
It can not be denied that the SCO has achieved considerable headway as a international organization. As aptly stated by , its progress faster than anything else so far -including NATO's partnership framework -in getting the Central Asians to work together on real issues in a non-zero-sum equation. It needs to be noted that the Central Asian members' participation in the SCO has by no means precluded their cooperation with NATO. Most experts agree that the SCO's influence in the region is on the rise. In conjunction with NATO, Feigenbaum (2007) makes the point that while the Shanghai Cooperation Organization is not "counterweight to NATO", the SCO's achievements as a multilateral security alliance will surely contribute to the overall security and stability of the region as a whole. It serves as a forum to minimize the possibility of direct confrontations in post-Cold War environment. Given the confidencebuilding mechanism established, the SCO should be able to avert conflicts between the two giants' overlapping interests and influence in Central Asia.
The SCO's stance declares to the international community that there is no "vacuum" in Central Asia's strategic space that needs to be filled by security organizations from outside the region. By way of holding its large-scale military exercises code-named "Peace Mission 2007", from August 9-17, held in Chelyabinsk in Russia's Volga-Ural military district and in Urumqi, capital of Xinjiang Uyghur autonomous region, the Organisation somewhat displayed solidarity and joint capability. As the SCO member countries other than China are already members of the CSTO, the proposed formal link between the CSTO and the SCO, which means the CSTO plus China, forms the construction of a new security architecture in this important part of the world space. The CSTO-SCO nexus reinforces Russian efforts in "containing" NATO to the southwestern fringes of Eurasia. Chinese interests are well served by these past and present Russian efforts. From the point of view of both Russian and Chinese policymakers, the SCO was and is a way to maintain the strategic SinoRussian dominance over the wider Central Asian region, while engaging in friendly relations with their Central Asian neighbors (Yom, 2002; Snyder, 2008) .
CO-HABITATION OF THE BEAR AND THE DRAGON
Noting that the SCO during the summit of 15 June 2001 forcefully underlined its right to regulate affairs in Central Asia, this alone signifies the single common ground where Moscow and Beijing interests can always converge. These two regional hegemonic states, which have defined terrorism, separatism and extremism as major threats to internal, regional and global stability, have politically subscribed pragmatic neo-realism, based on a firm defense of national interests, realpolitik worldview with a strong economic emphasis. Yet, their ambitions also seem to prevail for the establishment of a new world order, based on multipolarity, challenging the US-led structure in international order. (Berger 2008) . Through the manipulation of the SCO, both nations know that they can raise their bargaining power vis-à-vis the U.S. and Europe, as well as all the regional states, including the post-Soviet independent states, Japan and Taiwan, by speaking and acting in concert.
While swings and uncertainties characterized the Sino-Soviet relationship in the Cold War era, Sino-Russian relationship has steadily stabilized in the new century. Today, their respective interests have tended to converge more and more, as they are aware of the fact that it is not possible to realize those national interests without a healthy relationship 'solidarity' with each other (Yom, 2002; Norling, 2007) . It is an accepted fact that the Bear and the Dragon nurture conflicting aims and interests regarding the region in general and the Central Asia in particular (Oldberg, 2007, 25-34) . But, it is not to be forgotten that, at the basis, SCO is a Dragon project. The decision to locate SCO's headquarters in Beijing and to appoint a Chinese Secretary-General reflects an unchallenged Chinese influence. These administrative mechanisms have given the Chinese government much greater advantage over access to SCO decisionmaking.
China and Russia have reached a settlement of their 4,300-km shared border, trade has increased six-fold during Putin's term as president. Both powers support non-interference in domestic policy and thus seek internal stability. Beijing needs energy, arms, and raw materials in the pursuit of its industrialization, Moscow is in dire need of foreign investments to maintain internal and regional energy infrastructure and explore new energy discoveries, which can be readily funded by China. Russia needs backing in keeping its 'near-abroad' within its orbit and away from the Western penetration, Beijing wants to expand Xinjiang and beyond. While sharing economic benefits, they have vested interests in using Central Asian states as buffers and in containing insurgency, separatism, radicalism, and opposition. While China's and Russia's interests seem to converge on a number of issues related or unrelated to US policies, there are areas of inevitable tension and conflict between the two powers (Torbakov,2007; Norling, 2007) . Russian policymakers realise that a rising China will become a steadily stronger neighbour, as in the case of Taiwan, keen to address those "red line" territorial issues, going far back to times of Tsarist Russia. It is more of a clash of longterm interests and competition for greater domination and slicing of greater portion from the Central Asian pie. As Torbakov configures, China is set to establish its hegomony in the region, while Russia has to struggle hard to maintain its strategic standing on par with China (Torbakov, 2007,12) .
Among so many serious sources of tension, one obvious is the ongoing large immigration of Chinese into the Russian Far-East and untapped resource-rich Siberia ("Sinocization" of the area), which is a threat not only for Russian Federation (also a threat to densely populated Kazakhstan). Both are also competing for their share of overland continental trade from East Asia to Europe, either via the Trans-Siberian railway or on the second Euro-Asia landbridge running via Xinjiang and Central Asia, as well as matters regarding pipeline routes and energy management.
At the macro level, given its unrelentless high economic growth, Chinese economy will be able to catch the U.S. economy by 2015. At the backdrop of growing trade relationship between China-Central Asia, and China-Europe, and China-U.S. , thereby power asymmetries growing, Russia will trail well behind, losing its economic position and attraction. Morever, Beijing's increased partnership engagement with New Delhi, Islamabad, and Tehran will directly undermine Russia's clout and spheres of influence. Russia's principal advantage it possesses over China is energy; but as China makes inroads into Central Asia through bilateral agreements with namely with Kazakhstan and Ozbekistan, and acquisitions of assets, Moscow's ability will be eroded. With power-relations reversed, China wiil be becoming the dominant power. As
Norling puts bluntly, Russia needs China more than China needs Russia (Norling, 2007; Torbakov,2007) .
Long after the original nineteenth-century great game between Czarist Russia and the United Kingdom, Russia still remains in the region as a hegemonic power. But this time, there are more international actors active in the game than before. As the governor of most of this region for over a century, Moscow has long historical and cultural ties and subscribes to a strong conviction that Central Asia is its sphere of influence. However, the past 15 years have seen its military and diplomatic strength in the region wane, drained by difficulties of transition, the war in Chechnya, and problems of sustaining its large, Sovietlegacy military. A resurgent Russia under Vladimir Putin has been more closely engaged than anytime and any other external actor with regards to events and geopolitics in Central Asia. As mentioned above, Russia's one added advantage is that it is involved as the dominant partner in a number of multilateral organizations within the region, such as the CIS and the CSTO. In comparison to the SCO, Moscow wields much greater influence, through which it is able to project relatively more power.
Moscow's multiple objectives are reasserting Russian dominance, securing Russia's vulnerable southern borders against threats, checking Islamic extremism and ethnic tensions. Russia has secured military presence and closer security links with the Stans: Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan, and continues to prop up its defense activities in the area. Despite China's growing commercial presence in the region, Russia also remains Central Asia's leading business partner. Moscow is an active participant in developing the region's natural resources, undertaking commercial, managerial, and technical services in many Central Asian communities. Of course, the political and economic influence that Russia exercises stems from the Soviet institutional infrastructure and apparatus of its past and the current pivotal role in Central Asia 's energy networks. Central Asian oil and gas exporters continue to use Russian pipelines. Central Asia's landlocked states continue to rely heavily on transportation, communications, supply-chain, and other facilities that somewhat directly or indirectly come under Moscow (Weitz, 2006, 2-3) .
Later in Putin's era, Russian foreign policy started to change towards a less Western-oriented and more Central Asia-China-focused foreign policy from 2002 onwards. Instead of bandwagoning with the U.S., the Kremlin chose to shift its attention to a Russo-Chinese balance, that Russia perceived no tangible benefits from the deepened engagement with Washington. For Moscow, in reaction to "color revolutions" in the post-Soviet space, NATO's expansion into the Baltics, and permissions given to the U.S.'s bases in Eastern Europe, it became priority to reassert control over the state apparatus (primarily in the energy sector), Russia's periphery in its "near abroad" in Central Asia and the Caucasus.
Chinese share many anxieties and similar important goals with Russia as far as the membership of the SCO and the viewing of Central Asia is concerned. At the general level, they have found co-habitation with Moscow benefical, as they are able to benefit from Russian initiatives in these areas and redirect resources to other priorities. As a matter of fact, because of its ability to mobilize and hence to rely on Chinese support, Russia's once cooperative attitude toward the U.S. changed into one of deterrence. The strategic partnership between the two would undermine the U.S. involvement in the region (Dongfeng, 2003; Cohen, 2006; Ollcott, 2006a; Nichol, 2007) . Similar to Moscow, Beijing is concerned about the spread of threatening ideologies such as Western democracy and Islamic fundamentalism. Likewise, the growing presence of the U.S. in the region and the Far East has aroused fears of encirclement and containment for Beijing, driving to protect its western flank from intrusion from foreign powers. But unlike Moscow, Beijing so far has avoided directly challenging the U.S.military presence in Central Asia, while recognising the advantages of having the United States as partner vis-a vis the fight against terrorism and promoting stability -sine qua non to develop Central Asian oil and gas resources. (Weitz, 2006,p.5) . In the construction of the SCO, undisturbed by the fact that Russia has successfully improved its strategic position in the region, Chinese leaders have engaged Russia in Central Asia and have undoubtedly favored a preeminent security role for Moscow-as a hedge against the growth of Islamic radicalism and US presence (Yom, 2002; Walt 2003; Chung 2004a Chung , 2004b .
For Beijing, beside security considerations, which incorporate military influence in Central Asia, the rise of political and economic clout in the region occupies top priority. The most important goal is being to reach out energy resources therein, along with securing markets for its goods, and outlets for investment. China's growing energy needs-presently being the world 's second-largest oil consumer-represent principal driving force for increased interest and involvement in Central Asia. In order to secure diverse sources of energy and the pending risks and vulnerabilities of the Persian Gulf supplies of oil, China is pushing for the development of alternative land-based oil and gas pipelines that would secure the flow of Central Asian gas and oil supplies eastward toward China. The Chinese west-east pipeline projects are going hand in hand with active operations of Chinese oil and gas companies, which are busy in launching joint ventures or direct acquisitions in energy projects in Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. They continue to acquire energy assets and buy up other strategic natural resources and industries, as and when these become available, and with so much surplus capital they possess. In the long run, however, such a development would no doubt undermine the Russian hegemony of directing and operating the westward flow of energy resources (Cohen, 2006; Olcott, 2006b Olcott, , 2006c Oldberg, 2007; Germanovich, 2008; Marketos, 2008) .
Beijing seeks to get tacit approval or non-interference in its struggle against ethnic separatistism in the Turcic Uyghur autonomous region of Sinxjang province. As for Moscow, it has allied with Beijing in order to restore some of its influence over its "near-abroad" and reassert its regional hegemony. While trying to keep away the U.S. and its NATO allies from the region, the SCO can facilitate control of Chinese intrusion. The regimes of the Central Asian states want support for their survival against opposition movements, economic development assistance, and increased trade and investment. Flow of Chinese investment and finance for infrastructure and development in and across Central Asia will potentially contribute to prosperity, under the watchful eyes of Moscow. Growing regional prosperity will mean peace, an environment less amenable for outside intervention.
As argued by Chung (2004a; Chung 2004b) , Beijing has three reasons for wanting to minimize U.S. hegemony the region. Firstly, China fears that, with an American ally in their midst, Central Asian states will pay less heed to Chinese political demands than before. Secondly, China worries that efforts to augment its economic influence in Central Asia will be compromised by U.S. support for American petroleum companies in winning concessions from regional governments at China's expense. Thirdly, with military bases close to China's western borders, Washington has the option of helping Beijing flush out Xinjiang terrorists operating in Central Asia, or putting direct military pressure on China if it perceives a threat from that country. In that respect, the U.S. military presence retarded progress in institutionalizing the SCO, and surging Chinese influence in Central Asia kept under check. China's short term concerns were initially focused on border delineation issues, and minimizing direct and indirect involvement by the Central Asian states in China's own ethnic minority issues. Over time, as a result of deepening level of security cooperation, largely through the evolving SCO, there has been a growing Chinese focus on economic agenda, most particularly in the area of energy in the region Olcott (2006b; Cohen, 2006) .
The question remains what exactly the relationship between two huge continental powers-Russia and China-is going to be like. Mutual distrust has always characterized relations between Russia and China at the diplomatic and military levels, and mutual exploitation is likely to increase in their bilateral relations. China and Russia are not likely to become genuine military allies. For the two leading actors of the SCO, Moscow and Beijing, the geopolitical competition in Central Asia is not a zero-sum game. The issue of energy, that of oil and gas, would work as a dividing factor. Under Putin, China and Russia have grown much closer, bound by their mutual distrust of U.S. hegemonic unilateralism and their perceived need to promote a multipolar world. With its abundant but high cost energy reserves, Russia will be after high oil prices, that means it will welcome Middle East instability. China, on the other hand, has an almost insatiable demand for energy on which its present economic growth depends. Thus, Beijing, eager in the building of a pan-Asian transportation corridor (the Silk Road) from the Far East to Europe and the Middle East, is interested in keeping the price of oil as low as possible and the commodity flows including oil to and from the Middle East unhindered.
THE STANS WHERE THEY DO STAND
The SCO's Central Asian membership commands a combined population of over 55 million (Uzbekistan followed by Kazakhstan) and a land mass greater than Western Europe.The disintegration of the USSR in December 1991 and emergence of the newly established independent states in Central Asia and the Caucasus generated opportunity for all interested parties to indulge in power projection. Of these players, the two neighboring countries, Turkey and Iran, which have ethnic and regional ties with the Central Asian states, ardently competed to have influence in the region. But neither has been able to exert influence comparable to that of Russia and China, after burst of enthusiasm in the 1990s.
Moscow has kept one step ahead in the race because of bilateral relations with Russia remained and still remain important for most Central Asian states, due to a number of historic and geopolitical facts. Of course, Moscow-centricity dominates the thinking of political elites and the work of bureacracy brought up in the former Soviet system. Russia's proactive foreign policy to regain its former hegemonic power in this region deterred both Iran and Turkey from playing more active role in Central Asia. To a certain extent, on the strategic level, Iran favored the Russians to maintain its strong position on the newly independent Central Asian states in order to prevent penetration of the U..S as well as Turkey into the region. In their joint opposition to any Turkish influence in the area, Iran and Russia also have forged a strong military alliance in terms of supplying weapons and building nuclear plants. Iran's intention to transform the SCO into a security group in opposition to the U.S. and NATO seems, however, one of major obstacles in front of Iran's prospective membership to the SCO, Above all, Iran's nuclear crisis with the West stands the biggest handicap (Maksutov 2006, 87-95 ).
As mentioned above, the interests of Central Asian members in the SCO are manifold and may be divergent. Yet, their common grounds to join the Organisation can be identified as many: nation buildingsecuring independence, non-interference and sovereignity; national security, protection of borders from internal and external threats; good neighbourly relations; control over and effective utilisation of natural resources; enhanced trade and commercial dealings; access to world commodity and capital matkets; establishment of national and regional infrastructure for transport and communications (Linn, 2007) . They are clearly most 'interested in the SCO 's practical undertakings for regional security and development such as confidence-building, anti-terrorism activity, fighting drug trafficking and securing borders, trade and economic cooperation, investment projects, rehabilitation of transportation networks and exploitation of transit potential' (Maksutov 2006; Linn 2007 ).
Irrespective of being member or non-member of the SCO, Central Asia nations are exposed to the potential dangers of falling into the orbit of Chinese or Russian domination, despite their 'balancing' efforts based on multi-vector foreign policy. It may be observed that Central Asian membership of the SCO clearly weakened the appeal and potentials of another regional formation, with which they have had much closer and earlier affinity. That is the Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO), an intergovernmental regional organization established in 1985 by Iran, Pakistan and Turkey for the purpose of promoting economic, technical and cultural cooperation among members. the ECO is the successor organization of Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) which remained in existence since 1964 up to 1979. ECO was later joined by of Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzistan Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Organisation's membership has a population of 400 million, with a cumulative GNP of $1,354 billion (2006) (2007) , and covers an area of 8,620,697 km2,, larger than Western Europe.
In fact, the eager efforts of the founding members of the ECO, like Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey individually to become observer or full member of the SCO is seen paradoxical, as such a move is bound to have adverse effects on the former. Positions in favour of SCO will be seen to undermine the weight and dynamic prospects that ECO, a more experienced regional institution, would have developed over time. At the game, Ankara, in particular, had envisaged its own idealistic vision of Turcic world, spanning from Adriatic coast to Xinjiang; it was also a modelling project, which did not get off the ground basically due to Turkey's preoccupation with the membership of the European Union-that is looking Westward .In totality, reactive strategies (or rather 'bandwagoning') of Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey as well as of those Central Asian states would leave ECO in doldrums, contributing to the consolidation of SCO, by way of demonstrating the futulity of efforts and aims made under the former. ECO is set to lose its power of gravitation, if any, as Central Asia's political and economic future would be governed by three primary vectors: Sino-Russian coalition, U.S. interests in the region, and the upbeat of Islamist militancy.
CONCLUDING REMARKS
Central Asia has become an area of suddenly heightened strategic concern to the major Asian and Western powers. The present time now appears as another episode of drawn-out and unfinished struggles over Mackinder's geography. Undoubtedly, the recent times have witnessed the resurgence of the traditional "great game" among the major external players in the region. The SCO is positionned as a potential powerhouse engaging the attention of the neighbors across the Asian continent to join, and keeping external powers out of Central Asia.
Projecting as the largest regional organisation in terms of both land mass and population, the geo-strategic potential of the SCO cannot downplayed. it is a forum which has so far succeeded to bring together the two major powersRussia and China plus their client energy-rich Central Asian neighbours. The aim of counterbalancing the U.S.-NATO presence in Central Asia, particularly in the aftermath of September 11, has so far being the main driver that has led the two regional powers to set aside their diverging political and ideological ambitions. However, over time, neither China nor Russia will be willing or comfortable in letting the other to dominate the organisation on its terms. For the third party, cornered by these two regional powers, the Central Asian states 'Stans' will endovour to preserve their national identity and sovereignty through pursuing balancing acts or multi-vector policies. They will thread cautiously so to deal with Moscow's and Beijing's long term policies and regional ambitions, particularly when it comes to the utilization of energy reserves and natural resources. It remains to be seen whether the converge of interests of such disparate members can be sustained in the years ahead so as to make the SCO an powerhouse-hence facilitating the elevation of Russia's and China's international profiles. At this juncture, the possible membership of Turkmenistan willl turn out to be a real test.
The future depends on so many parameters, mainly or mostly on how China, at the driver seat, can carefully navigate through the troubled waters where so many fishing fleets are out to catch much as how the other principal players will act or react in this power equation. Much also depends on how the SCO's smaller, but nonetheless fiercely nationalistic Central Asian members' relationship with Russia and China would proceed. For the present, the Central Asian typically authoritarian leadership appears convinced that their immediate and future security concerns and economic interests are better served by the Moscow-Beijing Incorporation, noting that they all share a border either with Russia or with China. They, notably Kazakhistan, will certainly , be keeping the option of partnership with the West i.e. NATO's Partnership for Peace and close economic ties open. The 'balancing' will be done through 'multi-vector' foreign policy of maintaining good relations with all the large actors in the international arena.
The SCO stands poised to become influential in Central Asian politics. At the present, for the international power game, the SCO is however less than a full powerhouse to reckon with. Its clout will rise and diminish in line with Chinese interest in the project. China has so far proved willing to pour substantial diplomatic and economic resources into this long term project. With the Central
